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1 Corinthians 9:16-23

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation
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TEXTS

February 4, 2024

Isaiah 40:21-31

Psalm 147:1-11, 20c

1 Corinthians 9:16-23
Mark 1:29-39

What links the texts this week?

The Gospel means that something has to change. The Gospel makes folks with means lay their advan-
tages aside. The Gospel reminds those who are dispossessed that abundance is their birthright. The
Gospel celebrates a creator who won'’t leave things how they are. The Gospel is creation. The Gospel
wants to see love incarnated in every skin tone, leaf color, and petal shape. The Gospel is only real
when we become it.

ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Inspiring Love,
Awakening Lifeforce,
Heart-Opening Beauty,
Surprising Wonder—

Change us.

Turn us around.
Beckon us.
Compel us.

The Way of Life calls us towards transformation!
Asks us to fling wide the gate of possibility!
Let us worship God!

Opening Prayer

Cosmic Compassion, may the beauty we witness in the world awaken us to ordinary wonder.

The Earth—wounded by extraction—offers us glowing sunrises, quiet snow, black bird wings. Our
communities—weighed down by death-dealing systems—show up for one another, plant gardens, gather
around the table. Our bodies—often achy & sick—make love, make art, make a joyful noise. Sing a duet of
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awe and sorrow with us, Oh God. Dance with us towards liberation. Amen.
Invitation to Offering

We gather our resources not out of scarcity, but out of love for one another and the world. There is
enough for all! Greed, exploitation, resource hoarding, consumerism—we don’t want you here! Here, we
love investing in each other’s thriving. Here, we practice being good ancestors. Let us gather our resources
with hope that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

Holy Helper, thank you for examples of moral beauty and courage—the water protectors, the healthcare
workers of Gaza, the forest defenders, the artists who awaken our imagination. Thank you for our flora
& fauna kin who teach us about adaptation, interdependence, and presence. Bless our offerings to beauty,
bless our offerings to wonder. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth savoring beauty &
making room for wonder,

for amidst the sorrow of living,
New Ancient Ways still awaken—
Love, connection & joy

knock gently on our doors,

flow into our lives,

await our open-hearts.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How could your spiritual community use powerful, new-world-inspiring imagery in service
of your liturgical practices? What visions may compel your members to change their lives
completely?

* How can you compassionately accompany those in your community in being more aware of the
ethics surrounding their profession? What might those in less caring professions need to help
process their role in the industry?

* How have those in your tradition become like more marginalized populations in order to act in
solidarity with them? Can that fervor be celebrated and renewed in your community?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic -Have you ever caught a glimpse of something so poignantly beautiful that it fundamentally changed
how you oriented to the world? The sight of a hummingbird enthusiastically feeding their babies in the midst
of climate disaster and a global pandemic, maybe? Or a story about a Naval chaplain who, rather than leave the
sinking ship by lifeboat, decided to stay behind and sing hymns with soldiers too injured to be moved? What did
this epiphany reveal to you?

Clearly, Paul had an “epiphany” like this. Like the astronomers and diviners who, in Matthew’s account, sought
and found the baby Jesus and then went home “by another route,” Paul encountered something that changed
the whole way he saw the world and the whole direction of his life. This is the opportunity in Epiphany.

No longer does Paul wish to exercise his rights just because he has them.There is something higher or more
beautiful or more compelling than his own sustenance and self-determination, and he longs to be accountable
to that, so much so that he would rather work without pay than to risk being pulled off course from the gospel
he seeks to serve.

Although he doesn’t spell it out here, Paul is well aware that patronage—treceiving money for his writing,
preaching, and teaching—would demand a certain loyalty to his patrons, those with the money to be able to
support his work. Getting paid by them would make it harder, if not impossible, to “call them in,” to correct
them if they were behaving unethically. Paul’s decision not to be paid is a refusal to be bought. It enables him to
seek solidarity with the poor and struggling people in the community in a way that he couldn’t if he was being
supported by the wealthy. (There is, of course, all kinds of privilege that makes this possible for Paul. Most of us
can’t afford to do all our work for free! But we’ll get into that below.)

Paul credits a vision of the risen Christ as the epiphany that turned his life completely around and compelled
him to spread the very message he was trying to squash before.VWhat have you and your people glimpsed that
has that kind of power? Maybe it’s the sight of indigenous people in Tacoma blocking a boat bearing arms to
Israel, or the sight of Palestinian children flying kites even in the midst of the siege on their communities. Maybe
it’s having been unexpectedly forgiven for something that felt unforgivable to you.What reminds you that the
heart of the world is love and intimacy, and then what decisions does that reminder inspire you to make?

Structural - Paul claims,“Though | am free and belong to no one, | have made myself a slave to everyone, to
win as many as possible.”” Of course, this is not true. If you “make yourself a slave,” if you have the agency to
choose that, then you are not a slave, and, as Angela Parker has pointed out, Paul’s use of the term here ob-
scures the terrible reality of human enslavement in his day and our own.

One way contemporary people sometimes misuse the same term is by referring to employment as “wage slav-
ery.” Working in a cubicle or even behind a checkout counter is not enslavement, and it’s important to be clear
on that point.
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At the same time, it is true that paid employment circumscribes our agency, and not just when it comes to
taking a long lunch. Dependence on an employer for sustenance limits our ability to live the gospel.

The devastating siege of Gaza is bringing some things to light, granting us an epiphany of another sort.As
Jaiya John has written,“The world is splitting open. Not the way a fruit splits open.The way a secret splits
open.” Ordinary people around the country are waking up to the ways that our own economy, including
their own role in it, is all bound up in the violence currently being rained down upon Palestinians.

From Elbit Systems and its subsidiaries, to Boeing and Lockhead Martin, so-called “defense systems” ac-
count for about 10% of all US manufacturing and at least 800,000 jobs nationwide. If you take into account

all the refineries and manufacturers that provide the materials for these plants, and the administrative work
that supports it, the scope is dramatically larger.

This epiphany is sparking direct action all around the country to target weapons companies and attempt
to shut them down.As we take action, many of us are also aware that the workers in these industries are
not our enemies, even if they can’t join us in our blockades. Even before October 7,2023, studies showed

that many workers in these industries would be happy if their jobs shifted toward more civilian uses. Now,
with the human cost of our economy on terrible display, there is renewed conversation about economic
conversion—the transformation of our economy from war, weapons, fossil fuels, and other mechanisms of
extraction, oppression, and destruction—to sustainable energy, care, and the manufacture of products that
serve life rather than death—literally a “swords to plowshares” movement is struggling to be born.

Today’s lectionary about Paul’s desire to stay free of competing, economically-motivated loyalties may
provide an opportunity to think with your congregation about what values their employment serves and
how they feel about that. Such conversations have to be approached with compassion and care since most
workers cannot afford simply to quit their jobs in order to serve the gospel! And those who can are almost
certainly those with the most privilege already.

Paid work is a kind of captivity that is shared among so many of us—you could even, if it feels possible, talk
about how your own role as a pastor and preacher is dependent upon the goodwill of either large institu-
tions such as denominations, or donors who support your church’s treasury, or both. Maybe your church
could organize a forum or fair where the people of your area could come together to dream about what
kind of economy they want in their community.VWhat is the good, important, life-sustaining work that needs
done (even if it is currently undervalued and unpaid, like the work of childrearing, taking care of a home,
and attending to elders)? How can you take even tiny steps in the direction of supporting that work rather
than the work of extraction and war?

Interpersonal - Read without a power analysis, Paul’'s words about becoming “like” others in order to
“win them,” can seem inauthentic, as if Paul were a chameleon with a huge people-pleasing or codepen-
dence problem.There are likely people in your community who struggle to be true to themselves or who
pretzel themselves into all kinds of shapes in order to get other people to do or stop doing things: drinking
so much, abusing or ignoring them, voting for terrible candidates....
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| don’t think this is what Paul is talking about at all. Paul is not encouraging anyone to pretend to be some-
thing they are not.

To understand what he’s getting at, it is useful to notice which groups he mentions becoming “like”: Jew-

ish people and other observers of the law, those not having the law, and the weak.All of these groups are
arguably people on the underside of Greco-Roman society. Paul does not say “To the master | become like

a master;” or “to the centurion | become like a centurion.” This is not about Paul taking on imperial values.
In fact, this whole passage is about his stringent efforts not to do that. Instead, it’s about his coming into
solidarity with those who are outcast, humiliated, and targeted for oppression. Paul is not the least bit willing
to compromise his integrity; instead, he acts on his integrity even when his solidarity with oppressed peo-
ple costs him something. If you come into solidarity with people who are targeted, truly, you are likely to

be targeted as well, even if your privilege protects you somewhat from the worst outcomes, just as Paul’s
Roman citizenship did.

What would it mean for members of your congregation to “become like,” or come into solidarity with
Palestinians, poor people, unhoused people, children and young people, or whoever is most targeted in your
own community?

Bibliography

Parker,Angela N.“One Womanist’s View of Racial Reconciliation in Galatians,” Journal of Feminist Studies in
Religion 34, no.2 (2018): 33-37.

John, Jaiya. Instagram post 7 November 2023.Accessed | | January 2024. https://www.instagram.com/p/CzX-
f2A1xEQS/?hl=en

Words for inspiration:

See if spiritual direction may be a good resource for members of your community coming to terms with the

impacts their careers may have on others.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

U.S. citizens with Chicago-area roots stuck in Gaza: ‘Our lives are at stake’

Health situation in Khan Yunis in state of catastrophe, says Gaza Health Ministry

The Weekly Dispatch: Wisdom from Pope Francis for the billionaires meeting in Davos
Nearly 180 Republicans File Amicus Brief Urging SCOTUS to Deem Trump Eligible
Opinion: Elected officials are gaslighting us about their support for Israel

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought

partners]

Commentaries Author

Nichola Torbett (she/her) is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel
preacher, podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent
direct action trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both
spiritual formation and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the
Street, a training academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a
liturgical direct action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of
RESPISCENCE: A LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING
WHITE SUPREMACY and a contributor to THE WORD IS
RESISTANCE, a podcast from SURJ-Faith, as well as to GEEZ Magazine,
JESUS RADICALS, THE YOKE, and other radical discipleship
publications.
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Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they) is a spiritual director, hospital chaplain, and
poet who lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina with her
partner, baby, and a tuxedo cat. She engages poetry as a tool for
liberative spiritual care in clinical, ecclesiastical, and community settings.
Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of Divinity
and a Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction from San Francisco
Theological Seminary. She was trained as a chaplain at Cleveland Clinic
and is ordained in the United Church of Christ.

Hikes with stream crossings, feminist romance novels, and porch-

sits with beloveds are a few of their favorite things. Find them at
revmollybolton.com and on insta @mijbolton.
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Editor
Casey Overton (she/they) is the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”.
Copyright

A subscription to Liturgy that Matters grants permission for one person or one faith community to use these materi-
als for worship and preparation. Sharing enfleshed materials further violates the term of the subscription and hinders
the well-being of enfleshed and its potential to serve the church in growing capacities.

Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or verbally when

enfleshed liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by ] should be included in the attri-

bution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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